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ABSTRACT 

An overview of learning disabilities in adults is 
presented to aid in detection, diagnosis, and instruction. Following 
a description of learning disabilities in general, and the occurrence 
in adults in particular, nine observable characteristics of 
learning-disabled adults are discussed: (1) vision problems; (2) 
extraneous vocal sounds; (3) inability to match sounds to symbols or 
to distinguish between similar sounds ; (4) confusion about sequential 
order; (5) inability to simultaneously integrate basic sensory 
channels for learning; (6) low level of frustration; (7) negative 
self-image; (8) poor concept of time; and (9) physical conditions 
resulting from metabolism problems. Reconunendat ions for formal and 
informal diagnostic procedures are presented including observation, 
selecting an instrument, and steps to take after testing. Nine 
specific teaching and learning strategies are offered for working 
with learning-disabled adults. Two resources, upon which this fact 
sheet is based, are listed as available from the Educational 
Resources Information Center (ERIC) system. (DC) 
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SOME FACTS 

Adults who sutler from learning disabilities demon- 
strate ii i severe disorder in jt least one of the learn ing 
processes needed tor piotioiency in speaking, writing, 
reading, and mathematical skills. Those disorders, 
which have usually f HMsisttKl since birth, arc not 
related to intellectual ability, however; learning- 
disabled adults are of average intelligence. The affect 
of the disabilities, though, is often that of seven? 
undei achievement in one or more academic areas. 
Individuals with learning disabili ties thus usually have 
a history of repeated school failure, and many drop 
(Hit of school as soon as they ;ne legally able to do so. 
Repeated failures often cause tin? individual to have 
a poor self-concept, physical ailments, emotional dis- 
orders, mai ital pi oblems, poor grooming habits, and 
pool motivation. Not unexpectedly, unemployment 
is also a common problem for adults with learning 
disabi h ties. 

While learning disabilities cannot he collected, they 
can be understood; and compensation can be made 
through appropriate education so that die adult may 
be able to make some academic achievements. The 
instructions used in the educational process should he 
oriented toward life skills and experiences and should 
be given m a one-to-one, pcisonali/od relationship 
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DETECTION 

Although learning-disabled adults have acquired 
defense:; and manipulative techniques since childhood 
to envei up then learning problems, them .ue ceitain 
observable char actei isties that these adults possess. 
The chai tit: teristics aie as follow: 

• Vision p/ uh/t'tns Visiori-i elated pi oblems 
include the inability to use eyes together; 

. misleading beginnings, endings, or middles 
of words; and a decreasing ability in com- 
prehension even with increased time spent 
reading 01 studying. In addition, the eyes 
may be ied ( watei y, and ci listed, and the 
individual may complain of frequent head- 
aches. 

• L \trancuus vocal sounds While tending, 
willing, O! listening, lear ning-disabled adults 
may pom luce vocal sounds thai av.ist them 
in associating tin; sounds wi th wi it I en 
symbols. 

• inability to match sounds to symbols or to 
( listinguish between si in ilur soi tnds T I ic se 
symptoms can hi detected through writing 
efforts, in which adults leave out or substi- 
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Kite letters or excessively erase, rewt ite, 01 
cross out. 

• Confusion about sequential order Confu- 
sion about t he sequential order of such items 
as days of the week, months of the year, 
;hk! so forth may indicate a lack of visual 
memory or some disurdet in the sti notui e 

in which information is organized 01 stored. 

° Inability to simultaneously integrate basic 
sensory channels lor learning T he adult is 
not able to integrate many modes of infor- 
mation that must be received, analyzed, 
and synthesized. 

• Low level of frustration Learning-disabled 
adults frequently become easily frustrated 
as a result of stresses, sti ains. and frustra- 
tions "f not being able to integrate sensory 
functions. In turn, repeated frustration 
contributes to .1 poor self-image. 

• Negative self image Resulting from lepoated 
faduies and lack of self-confidence caused 

by a work 1 of confusion and disorder the 
negative self-image is often manifested in 
appear a tier. 1 , behavior , and self -description 
of learning-disabled adults. Consequently,, 
adults with learning disabilities have diffi- 
culty accepting praise about how they arc 
perfoi ming on tasks. 

• Poor concept of time Learning-disabled 
adults have a poor conception about how 
much time is required to complete a task 
ami, therefore, their goals are frequently 
inconsistent with reality. 

• Physical conditions resulting fro/n mt'tah 
of ism problems F requently, learning- 
disabled adults have physical pi oblems 
resulting from an imbalance in their 
metabolism. Th ".e problems may con 
tubule to inconsistent behavior and woik 
patterns, nervous conditions, feelings of 
fatigue, short attention spans, and pi ob- 
lems with complex ion and ban . 

DIAGNOSIS 

Fhe 1 {; a 1 e a vai rety of diagm is tie pt ocedui »••., tt nd (h< 
may be foimjl (using conventional assessments! or 
informal (observation and interview). 

For the individual suspected of having a leai rung d, . 
ability, the following should be perfoi met!: 

0 Observe the student ami begin to foi muiate 
a hypothesis of the learning pmblem(s). 
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• Inteiview the student so £ i s to gam his/hei 
insight and motivation. The atmosphere 
should l)o one of acceptance, encouraging 
the student's support and trust. Questions 
should seek to determine the student's pre- 
ferred learning setting and methods, the most 
difficult kinds of learning and nature of 
attendant learning efforts, degree of support 
needed in the learning setting, and self- 
appraisal of academic skills as well as educa- 
tional and occupational goals for the adult 
education program sought. 

• I f it is felt learning problems do exist, the 
student's consent should be requested so 
that screening and diagnosis of learning 
strengths and weaknesses may be initiated. 

The types of diagnostic instruments are those that 
(1) screen visual and auditory functions, (2) assess 
academic abilities, and (3) identify learning strengths 
and weaknesses. Care must be used to select the 
most appropriate diagnostic tool and to interpret 
test results accurately. After testing, the following 
should be done: 

• Feedback about test results should bp 
shared with the student immediately. 
Examiners should give an overview of 
what they see as being the student's 
general areas of difficulty, 

• The information gained from the diag- 
nosis should be used to develop a learn- i 
ing plan. Specif'c information should be 
included about how the adult processes 
information and what the learning activ- 
ity goals are. This plan will help cleter- 
1111111; which materials to select for use, 
what modes of input to use, and how 

to help the student integrate tin; proc- 
essing and evaluation of new informa- 
tion within the environmental condi- 
tions. 

• Tht; student's progress should be continu- 
ously observed. As necessary, the plan 
should be altered to help the student 
avoid frustrating experiences and rein- 
forcement i>\ a negative self-image. 



• preparing well-planned and organized 
lessons that can provide the extensive 
structure needed by the learning-disabled 
adult; 

• giving clear and concise instructions; 

• providing pictorial examples of what is 
being discussed so that the student may 
"see" what is meant, and using tape 
recorders, audiovisuals, and so forth; 

• keeping the discussion focused on 
matters relating only to the lesson 
during its presentation; 

• making the tasks short-term and per- 
mitting short breaks between tasks, 
offering encouragement and taking 
special note of all successes and accom- 
plishments; 

• allowing students to do their work them- 
selves by providing responsibility, 
guidance, structure, and support and, 
where called for, encouraging students 
to provide their own materials, ideas, 
and suggestions. 
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Some gtMioral learning strategies recommended in 
working wi th learning-disabled adults include - 

• establishing a nontraditional learning envir- 
onment based upon the student's learning 
needs and which is informal, relaxed, and 
nond is trac ting; 

• helping the student to become an active 
learner, using a combination of auditory, 
visual, kinesthetic, and tactile modes; 

• allowing t he student to summar ize ver- 
bally what she/he has learned, thus pro- 
viding for feedback from self and others 
on the accuracy of what has been learned; 



Additional and related information on this subject 
can be found in ERIC through use of the index terms 
applied to the above two documents. See appropriate 
RIF volumes. 

This Fact Sheet was written by Francinc Mays and 
Susan I met, ERIC Clearinghouse on Adult, Career, 
ami Vocational Education, and edited by David 
Tipton. 
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